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RESPONSE TO THE URBAN GIRLS CONFERENCE

APRIL 14-15, 2000
SAHARA WALSH, 16t

A valid question raised by many of the girls at the
Urban Girls Conference, including me, was, "What is an
Urban Girl?" It seemed that the Conference was only
geared toward discussing the issues facing black girls living
in impoverished communities.
I live in New York City. When I look around at my
environment, and at my peers who are "urban girls," I see
many different races and social backgrounds. I see
Hispanics, Asians, blacks, whites, and multiracial girls like
me. I see poor, middle class, and rich girls too. All types of
girls live in my city, and all of them have equally important
issues. Some of the issues they face are the same, and some
are different. If the objective of the Conference was to
discuss the issues of urban girls, then girls from all
different ethnic and socioeconomic communities should
have shared the focus.
The other problem I had with the Conference was its
emphasis on the problems girls face. During the panels I
went to, seldom did anyone mention anything good about
what urban girls are doing today. The topics I heard
brought up again and again were pregnancy, drugs, alcohol,
violence among girls, and truancy. What about the good
things girls do and the contributions they make to their
communities?
I have a job, and so do a lot of other girls my age that I
know. I go to school, I do music, I volunteer, and I write
newspaper articles and poems. I'm certain there are many
urban girls out there doing creative things and making
positive contributions to their families, schools, and
neighborhoods. Why should we focus mostly on the
negative? Rather, we should recognize the girls who are
making a difference. This might inspire more girls to follow
their examples, and help make changes in their
communities.
t Ms. Walsh is a writer for New Youth Connections, a magazine written by
and for teens in New York City. She is currently attending LaGuardia High
School of Music, Art, and Performing Arts in Manhattan.
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The best parts of the Conference for me were when
women and girls talked about their personal experiences.
The 'Bisexual-Lesbian" panel discussion was great. The
participants had some really interesting things to say about
what it was like for them when they were growing up. They
talked about how hard it was for them to come out to their
families, and the repercussions that came afterward. There
were adults and teens on the panel and, in spite of the
difference in their ages, the stories they told were similar in
terms of the things that they felt, and the difficulties they
faced. I especially liked the fact that teens were on the
panel sharing their life stories. Too many of the events at
the Conference involved adults talking to teens rather than
adults and teens talking with each other.
I also thought the "Pregnancy, Mothering, and
Adolescence" discussion was very interesting. The
participants had some fascinating theories about teen girls.
I learned some new things, like how hard it is for minority
teen mothers in impoverished neighborhoods to get health
care. I also didn't know how much of a struggle it can be for
drug-addicted mothers to get help for themselves and their
families.
But the absolute highlight of the Conference was
hearing Lani Guinier speak. She was charismatic and
captivating. I felt moved by her speech. I could tell she
really cared about the issues she was talking about. She
spoke with passion, unlike some of the other panelists I
encountered who seemed wrapped up in statistics and
theories. She discussed good things that were happening in
urban communities as well as steps that we still need to
take to move further ahead.
I also enjoyed, and learned a lot from, sitting in the
hotel room with the rest of my group and talking among
ourselves. We talked about what we liked and disliked
about the Conference, and debated the different topics that
came up: teen pregnancy, violence among girls, foster care,
and drug addiction. We shared personal experiences with
each other, and established a bond that will always be
there.
Overall, I feel the Conference was a good idea, but it
would've been better if the panels had more teens speaking,
presenting, and sharing their personal experiences. There
should also have been more racial diversity represented in
the research that was presented. The experiences of Asian,
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biracial, and Caucasian girls should be discussed much
more. And there should have been more opportunities for
teen girls to interact and discuss what they felt was
important to them.

